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‘This matters because fathers 
still aren’t accessing parental 
leave benefi ts and fl exible work 
anywhere near the rate that 
mothers do - even when they 
have access to a generously 
funded company scheme.’

EMMA WALSH, CEO, PARENTS AT WORK
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The Roundtable

HR, Inclusion & Diversity and Legal experts 
gathered this week to think-tank how their 
organisations can implement a more ‘shared’ and 
inclusive approach to their parental leave policies. 
 
This follows the launch of the global Parental 
Leave Equality Campaign earlier this year led by 
Parents At Work, WGEA and other progressive 
organisations determined to advance how we 
equally support men and women to engage 
parental leave and fl exible work.
 
The roundtable, led by Parents At Work and Baker 
McKenzie, saw professional services, banking & 
fi nance, technology, legal, construction, FMCG, 
insurers and advocacy groups combine forces to 
be positive drivers for change. They brainstormed 
and shared ways to make parental leave (PL) and 
fl exible work more accessible for all parents across 
Australian workplaces so that families can share 
the care more easily without fear of red tape, 
stigma or discrimination.
 
This matters because fathers still aren’t accessing 
parental leave benefi ts and fl exible work anywhere 
near the rate that mothers do – even when they 
have access to a generously funded company 
scheme.  Despite the rapid rate in which mothers 
have returned to the workforce over the past 10-
20 years, there has been almost zero shift in the 
percentage of men taking up parental leave or 
opting to stay at home as the primary carer. 

 The Problem

Today, approximately less than 5% of dads take 
primary parental leave in Australia - and it’s a 
problem. It’s a problem for them, their families, 
gender equality progress, and our economy.  
Unhelpful stereotypes of who should be caring for 
children (primary carer) vs. who should be carrying 
the earning load (secondary carer) are still deeply 
entrenched in our society. 
 
Australia cannot and will not reach gender parity 
in terms of equal pay, nor equal representation in 
boardrooms, unless we embrace and support all 
parents sharing the caring and set up policies and 
a workplace culture that normalises this.
 
Parents today are active parents. They expect 
to be fully involved in their children’s lives and 
don’t expect to have to compromise their career 
ambitions to do so. And yet, company-paid 
parental leave progress has stalled according to 
WGEA’s Gender Equity Scorecard just released.
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‘There can be a lack of support for 
those covering the workload of the 
parent on leave - some managers 

claim it’s diffi cult to achieve results 
with the reality of day-to-day work. 

Alongside this, parental leave can at 
times be supported by management 

but the workplace systems and 
actual mechanics of how this is 
achieved is more complicated.’ 

The Challenges

To fi nd solutions, we fi rst must identify the 
challenges. The discussion at the industry 
roundtable identifi ed some key barriers:
 
• Only 48% of businesses with over 100 

employees offer a company paid parental 
leave scheme and these schemes vary 
signifi cantly between industries and individual 
employers.  This inevitably makes it hard to 
conclude what is a reasonable benchmark for 
a best practice policy approach to parental 
leave, leaving many organisations reliant on 
basic provisions offered by the Government’s 
PPL scheme.

• Interpretation of the Government’s Paid and 
Unpaid Parental Leave Scheme and legal 
provisions can confuse employers about 
what they can and can’t do when it comes to 
designing their own progressive PL company 
policies.

• Company PL policies are often complicated 
for employees to understand, and often men 
don’t think PL applies to them so they don’t 
read the policy, let alone apply for it.

• The uptake of fathers taking parental leave 
– even where their company fully funds it 
– is considerably low. The number of men 
taking paid parental leave is on the rise, 
but is by no means normalised, with most 
organisations able to count on one hand the 
number of men who have accessed the leave 
in their business.  This is despite many large 
organisations offering 100% replacement 
wage.

• There seems to be a disconnect between 
an organisation’s leadership agenda, gender 
equality agenda and what actually happens 
when rubber hits the road at the mid 
management layer – people get stuck as it’s 
often diffi  cult to decipher (the policy) and put 
it into practice.

• There can be a lack of support for those 
covering the workload of the parent on leave 
– some mid-managers claim it’s diffi  cult to 
achieve results with the reality of day-to-day 
work. Alongside this, parental leave can at 
times be supported by management but the 
workplace systems and actual mechanics of 
how this is achieved is more complicated.

• The business and individual case for why men 
should be better supported to access parental 
leave still is widely not communicated and 
getting management onboard to normalise 
taking leave can be diffi  cult.

• HRIS systems are not keeping up with 
the changes to policies and therefore 
implementing new approaches can be hard 
and costly.

• The terminology around parental leave can 
be negative and restraining – for example, 
the term ‘double dipping’ used for when 
both parents take leave and using the terms 
‘primary’ vs. ‘secondary’ carer. When terms like 
this are used the cultural mindset in some 
companies around parental leave can be 
diffi  cult to shift.

• The ability to use parental leave fl exibly, for 
instance taking PL one day a week over 
a extended period, is not common. Rigid 
barriers for taking leave in continuous blocks 
and having only 12 months to use it or lose it 
holds back men from having an opportunity to 
share the parental leave.
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GET INVOLVED

Have ideas for how your workplace 
could improve parental leave? 

Let us know at:

info@parentsatwork.com.au.

The Solutions

After identifying the issues, the discussion centred 
around potential solutions to these barriers and 
what currently works well in varying organisations. 
These ideas included:
  
• Consider making your organisation’s Parental 

Leave policies more fl exible in terms of how 
the leave is accessed – for example, it may be 
that employers can spread their parental leave 
across a period of time and not take it in one 
continuous block, or that access is extended 
beyond 12 months to a two year period.

• Simplify your parental leave policy, making it 
easier to read and understand, as well as apply.

• Ensure your policies are linked as a pillar 
as part of your organisation’s Diversity and 
Inclusion Gender Equality overall strategy.

• Challenge the need for ‘primary’ vs. ‘secondary’ 
carer defi nitions, and instead create one all-
inclusive parental leave policy / family benefi t 
that applies equally to mothers and fathers - 
including same sex couples.

• Normalise taking leave as part of your 
workplace culture by sharing examples and 
stories of fathers in your workplace who are 
taking leave or have recently returned to work 
after leave.

• And put simply, support both mothers and 
fathers as they transition to parenthood and 
return to work afterwards.

So there we have it – real issues and real ideas 
from organisations and policy-makers around 
Australia surrounding parental leave equality. The 
conversation continues and the need for parental 
leave equality seems more crucial than before, 
but employers can help to achieve this change by 
offering options that promote equality between 
mothers and fathers, and by creating workplace 
cultures that support fathers as caregivers.
 
To register your interest in participating in our next 
roundtable discussion in your state, contact info@
parentsatwork.com.au.
 
You can email us for a copy of the Advancing 
Parental Leave Equality and Introducing Shared 
Care in Australia: The Business Case for Action 
Whitepaper for more insights and advice for 
employers on how to implement policies and 
cultural change that benefi t both business and 
your people.



www.parentsandcarersatwork.com


